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PRESIDENTIAL BIOETHICS ADVISORS MAY WELL COME DOWN ON THE SIDE OF 
FEDERAL FUNDING FOR RESEARCH ON S T E M  CELLS D E R I V E D  FROM EMBRYOS 

The N a t i o n a l  B i o e t h i c s  Advisory  Commission (NBAC) i s  l e a n i n g  t o w a r d  a 
p o l i c y  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  would a l l o w  f e d e r a l  f u n d i n g  f o r  e x p e r i m e n t s  t h a t  
i n v o l v e  e i t h e r  e x t r a c t i n g  or u s i n g  s t e m  cel ls  f rom f e t a l  t i s s u e  and from 
d o n a t e d  "excess" embryos o r i g i n a l l y  created f o r  i n f e r t i l i t y  t r e a t m e n t  , 
a c c o r d i n g  t o  d i s c u s s i o n s  a t  a commission m e e t i n g  Tuesday i n  V i r g i n i a .  

Such a d e c i s i o n  would r e q u i r e  a change i n  a f e d e r a l  l a w  t h a t  f o r b i d s  
federal  f u n d i n g  for e x p e r i m e n t s  w i t h  human embryos r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e i r  
s o u r c e -  T h a t  l a w  i s  set t o  expire  a t  t h e  e n d  of t h e  c u r r e n t  f i s c a l  y e a r ,  
b u t  p r o p o n e n t s  of t h e  measure are expected t o  push f o r  i t s  r enewa l .  
H o w e v e r ,  r e c e n t  discoveries a b u t  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  c u r a t i v e  powers o f  s t e m  
cel ls  h a s ,  i n  t h e  e y e s  o f  many-- including m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  NBAC--changed 
t h e  m o r a l  l a n d s c a p e  o f  embryo r e s e a r c h  and p r o v i d e d  s t r o n g  e t h i c a l  
r e a s o n s  f o r  a s u b s t a n t i a l  change  i n  t h e  l a w -  

S i g n s  t h a t  a p o l i c y  p o s i t i o n  i s  emerging  f rom NBAC c o m e  as t h e  N a t i o n a l  
1 n s t . i t u t . e ~  o f  H e a l t h  ( N I H )  i s  b e i n g  battered by c o n g r e s s i o n a l  c r i t i c s  
f o r  i t s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  it i s  l e g a l  t o  fund  e x p e r i m e n t s  w i t h  s t e m  ce l l s  
d e r i v e d  f r o m  embryos,  as l o n g  as t.he ex t , r ac t . i on  i s  done wi thout .  t .axpayer 
money- (see Washington Fax 1 / 2 0 / 9 9 )  

H e a l t h  and Human S e r v i c e s  S e c r e t a r y  Donna S h a l a l a  r e c e n t l y  d i s p a t c h e d  a 
let ter t o  one  o f  t h e  a u t h o r s  of t h e  embryo r e s e a r c h  ban d e f e n d i n g  N I H ' s  
l e g a l  a u t . h o r i t y  t o  fund  s t . e m  ce l l  e x p e r i m e n t s .  

S o m e  commission m e m b e r s ,  despi te  t h e i r  s u p p o r t  f o r  s t e m  ce l l  r e s e a r c h ,  
a l so  w e r e  c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e  N I H  d e c i s i o n .  And t h e y  said one  r e a s o n  t o  seek  
a f e d e r a l  p o l i c y  t h a t  a l l o w s  b t h  t h e  " d e r i v a t i o n  and use"  o f  s t e m  cells  
from embryos i s  b e c a u s e  t h e  N I H  p o s i t i o n ,  announced i n  J a n u a r y ,  rests on 
a "d i s ingenuous"  and  l e g a l i s t i c  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  s t e m  cel ls  from t h e i r  
embryonic  o r i g i n s  - 

"I d o n ' t  believe u s e  and d e r i v a t i o n  c a n  be separated and ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  I 
hope t h e  l a w  w i l l  be changed t o  a l l o w  ( b o t h ) , "  sa id  NBAC m e m b e r  Alex 
Capron,  who i s  co-director o f  t h e  C e n t e r  f o r  H e a l t h  P o l i c y  and E t h i c s  at 
t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  S o u t h e r n  C a l i f o r n i a -  

P r e s i d e n t  C l i n t o n  a s k e d  t h e  NBAC la te  l a s t  y e a r  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  e t . h i c s  
of s t e m  ce l l  r e s e a r c h  a f te r  s c i e n t i f i c  b r e a k t h r o u g h s  i n  i s o l a t i n g  them 
f rom f e t u s e s  and embryos s p a r k e d  enormous e x c i t e m e n t  a b o u t  t.he p t . e n t i a l  
o f  s t e m  cells  as r e s e a r c h  t o o l s  and as t h e  s o u r c e  of power fu l  new 
t h e r a p i e s  f o r  a h o s t  of c o n d i t i o n s .  (see Washington Fax 11 /25 /98)  

For  example,  s o m e  scient,ist,s b e l i e v e  s t e m  ce l l s  , which possess t .he 
p o t e n t i a l  t o  b e c o m e  almost any  ce l l  i n  t h e  body, c o u l d  b used  t o  
q u i c k l y  s c r e e n  d r u g s  for  t o x i c i t y  and e f f i c a c y .  0 t . h e r s  see s t . e m  ce l l s  as 
a limitless s o u r c e  o f  t r ansp lan tab le  t i s s u e  t h a t  c o u l d  repair damage 
wrought  by s u c h  c h r o n i c  diseases as P a r k i n s o n ' s  and diabetes. 
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The p o l i c y  d i s c u s s e d  by Nf3AC Tuesday i s  one  t h a t  would a l l o w  d e r i v a t i o n  
and use  of s t e m  cells, under  s t r i n g e n t .  g u i d e l i n e s ,  f rom two s o u r c e s :  
f e t a l  t i s s u e ,  a s o u r c e  t h a t  a l r e a d y  i s  l e g a l l y  available t o  f e d e r a l l y  
funded s c i e n t i s t s ,  and spare embryos l e f t o v e r  from i n f e r t i l i t y  
t r e a t m e n t s  t h a t  are t h e n  dona ted  t o  s c i e n c e ,  a s o u r c e  c u r r e n t l y  
a v a i l a b l e  o n l y  t o  r e s e a r c h e r s  working w i t h  p r iva te  s u p p o r t .  

M o s t  commissioners  agreed t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no need ( a t  l eas t  n o t  y e t )  f o r  
t h e  government t o  fund  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of embryos s o l e l y  f o r  r e s e a r c h  
pu rposes ,  whether  it i n v o l v e s  i n  v i t r o  f e r t i l i z a t i o n  o r  t h e  m o r e  
c o n t r o v e r s i a l  somatic ce l l  n u c l e a r  t r a n s f e r  (which i s  commonly 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  c l o n i n g  b u t  c o u l d  have t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  p rov ide  
g e n e t i c a l l y  c o m p a t i b l e  s t e m  c e l l s ) .  

I n  g e n e r a l ,  t h e  p o l i c y  p o s i t i o n  under  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  f o l l o w s  a c o n s t r u c t  
p r e s e n t e d  Tuesday t o  NBAC by John F l e t c h e r ,  a p r o f e s s o r  ( e m e r i t u s )  of 
Biomedical  E t h i c s  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of V i r g i n i a  School  o f  Medicine - 
F l e t c h e r  proposed t h a t  t h e  commission f o c u s  on t h e  e t h i c a l  i s s u e s  
invo lved  i n  u s i n g  t e t a l  t i s s u e  and excess embryos as s t e m  ce l l  
r e s o u r c e s ,  a r g u i n g  t h a t  t h e  ” s c i e n t i f i c  background” f o r  rev iewing  o t h e r  
s o u r c e s - - i . e  - embryos created fo r  r e s e a r c h  o r  v i a  s o m a t i c  c e l l  n u c l e a r  
t r a n s f e r - - i s  ”too m e a g e r  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t o  inform a thorough r e v i e w . ”  

H e  a rgued  t h a t  t h e  commission, by recommending t h a t  f e d e r a l l y  funded 
s c i e n t i s t s  be a l l o w e d  t o  extract  s t e m  cel ls  from dona ted  excess embryos, 
would be o f f e r i n g  a p u b l i c  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  b e n e f i t s  a 
”mora l ly  acceptable” way t o  t a k e  advantage  of s t e m  cel ls .  H e  s a i d  t h a t  
t h e  N I H  dec is ion  t o  l e g a l l y  de-couple  s t e m  cel ls  from embryos i s  a 
”moral p r o v o c a t i o n ”  t h a t  c o u l d  end up do ing  m o r e  harm t h a n  good by 
g a l v a n i z i n g  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n .  

” r t  i s  n o t  an  e t h i c a l  argument ,  i t  i s  an  o p i n i o n  t h a t  u se  c a n  be 
s e p a r a t e d  from d e r i v a t i o n ,  as if d e r i v a t i o n  is n o t  r e l e v a n t , ’ ’  F l e t c h e r  
s a i d .  “ A s  a moral  c o n s t r u c t  I t h i n k  t h a t  i s  v e r y  weak and e v a s i v e . ”  

NBAC m e m b e r  D a v i d  Cox, a professor of g e n e t i c s  and p e d i a t r i c s  a t  
S t a n f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  School  of Medicine,  no ted  t h a t  NBAC needs t o  
c o n s i d e r  p u b l i c  s e n t i m e n t  as opposed t o  l e g a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
embryo r e s e a r c h  ban-  ”Whether t h i s  i s  l e g a l  or n o t ,  ~ o p l e  are p r e t t y  
( angry  a b o u t  t h e  N I H  d e c i s i o n ) ,  he s a i d ,  ”and i f  w e  d o n ’ t  make a 
s t a t e m e n t  abou t  it t h e n  we’ re  ducking  t h e  i s s u e . ”  

NBAC i s  expected t o  c o n t i n u e  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  i s s u e  a t  a meet ing  scheduled  
f o r  A p r i l  15-16 i n  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  VA. N o  date h a s  been set f o r  i s s u i n g  
t h e  commission’s  report  t o  P r e s i d e n t  C l i n t o n  on s t e m  cells .  
--Matthew Davis 

Also a v n i l n b l e  today on t h e  Wnshington Fax web s i t e :  
SHALALA RESPONDS TO C R I T I C I S M  FROM REP. D I C K E Y  ON STEM CELL RESEARCH 
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PEDIATRIC ASTHMA NETWORK, OTHER RESEARCH DISCUSSED AT NHLBI  HEARING 
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